Infections with crab lice (Pthirus pubis) remain common and may be increasing. These are difficult insects to maintain in captivity and in consequence their behaviour has been poorly studied. We were able to breed them in semi-natural conditions and obtained enough to be able to study their behaviour during the twenty-four hours following being released onto a volunteer. The results indicated that they are a more mobile insect than was previously thought and this finding has influenced our beliefs concerning their transference between hosts-
INTRODUCTION
Human infection with lice is still widespread today. The advent of organochlorine insecticides initially reduced their prevalence but the development of resistance by some strains has caused a resurgence ofinfection; particularly ofthe head louse, Pediculus humanus capitis.2-3-5-6-10 Little information is available regarding levels or distribution of infection with the crab louse, Pthirus pubis. Hearsay evidence suggests that this species is much more common and widespread than official figures would suggest but most sufferers are so appalled by the apparent connotations of the infection that they resort to a variety of means of selftreatment rather than seek professional help. Many ofthese home cures are not only potentially hazardous but also ineffective or inefficient and do not eradicate the offending insects. What little information is available suggests that infection with crab lice is increasing in prevalence. ''4 If infected people continue to exercise inefficient treatment of crab louse infections then insecticide resistance is sure to develop. If such is the case a greater knowledge of its normal habit will be necessary.
Since all species of anopluran lice require regular and frequent blood meals from their specific host, maintenance of these insects in the laboratory presents some problems. with their mouth parts embedded in the skin and it was not uncommon to find that serous vesicles had developed at the biting site and almost engulfed the head of the louse without affecting its feeding.
The development ofthe bluish spots called maculae cerulae, that were considered a specific diagnostic aid in the past, were only observed transiently on two ofthe volunteers and never on patients, Some of the volunteers had previously been used to feed head lice and these individuals developed delayed hypersensitivity and later immediate hypersensitivity reactions more rapidly than others who had never before been bitten by lice. The development of the specific immune response did not seem to affect the survival ofthe lice. Volunteers who had previously been sensitised to mosquitoes or to bed bugs, Cimex spp. showed no reaction to bites from lice whereas a volunteer sensitised to lice developed a papular reaction within thirty minutes. This observation indicated that there is a specific, cross-reacting immunity developed to saliva from anopluran lice that is distinct from that developed to the saliva of other insects.
Lice On deposition the lice from the volunteer's own population were very active and moved around rapidly by swinging from hair to hair. They quickly distributed themselves across the subject's abdomen. Lice from other sources moved slowly and attached themselves to hairs close to the skin. They remained static for long periods and appeared reluctant to feed even after more than two hours.
During the following 24 hours the activity ofthe three groups altered somewhat. Although it was not possible to observe their behaviour continuously the changes of distribution of the members ofeach population were an effective indication ofthe activity ofthe lice-The lice from each population were immediately recognisable on illumination with ultra violet since the coloured powders adhered to the lice's cuticles. The lice from the natural infection settled down and were all found around the pubic and peri-anal regions. The introduced lice migrated over considerable distances. Those from the culture box population congregated on the subjects thorax whereas those from the female patient migrated furthest, to his axillae, thighs and lower legs.
The extent and rapidity ofthis dissemination ofthe lice over the subject's body is in contrast tome observations ofNuttall who was surprised to note that one louse ofhis colony had moved 10cm during one day.8 This single observation has largely influenced thought since, and together with their reaction to bright light has given the crab lice the reputation of being sedentary animals. However, these observations suggest the converse is true and that these insects are extremely active under the right circumstances. Consequently transfer of lice from one person to another in close proximity could be easily effected whilst they are in a quiescent state, and the lice are apparently able to detect this.
